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User Guide

This written document begins with thoughts,
questions, and a glossary of terms I’ve found
important to define as a way to locate myself in
the topics included. I wanted to set up a candid
entrance into the thoughts and questions I’ve
found urgent and important. The glossary is a
way for readers to locate themselves along with
me. In the main section of this document, each
entry begins with a few glossary terms to provide
a quick sense of what it will entail. The glossary
functions as a guide into how my brain is
processing the information I’m unpacking in my
work, and in the writings that follow. The
definitions provided are meant to be a guide,
a way to place yourself in relation to me. While
developing my work, as well as my writing, I’ve
recognized the importance of conversations. My
goal for this document is that it will be an
invitation to generate conversations.

glossary
Body: the frame in which I am contained / body
is the beginning of myself
Environment: the place which surrounds my
body
Findings: the objects and moments which can
be collected from the environment
Glass: a material which can be manipulated
by hands, whether hot, warm, or cold / appears
in states of transparency, translucency, and
opacity / when hot, there is a ‘skin’ surface,
which bounds the interior core and allows
for surface and formal manipulation and
interrogation

Light: illuminating space / providing an
articulation of space and place without built
physical boundaries / light implies boundaries
without creating physical divisions
Movement: an act of the body’s location
changing in relation to that which surrounds it
Place: a particular point within an environment
designed for the body
Scale: a way in which to define proportions in
relation to the body
Senses: the ways in which we set our
perceptions and perspectives
Space: the extent of a particular area which can
be occupied
Surface: the outermost extent, withholding
context, information, and space, both within and
without
Unseen: moments which are around me, but I
forget, or don’t know, are there — they spark
moments of wonder once they are found /
unseen moments are similar to unknown
moments / the spatial unseen can occur from
behind surfaces, in corners or spaces, and at
intersections of material joints

Thoughts + Questions

How does personal space extend beyond my body
and what does the invitation for someone to enter my
personal space look like?
What does personal space look like?
How does the world around me influence my body,
and how does my body influence the world around
me?
Can there be a comprehensive understanding of the
surface level?
How does looking at my body objectively push against
the notion of objectifying my body?
What traces are being left behind when I navigate the
world?
How can I navigate spaces when I feel othered by
people who don’t know me?
What can an invitation look like?

*Remember to navigate the world with generosity*

My personal space is fragile and tired
My personal space feels retreating
But ready to be inviting
But so tired
My personal space is 6 feet away
And it used to glow but today
My personal space feels reflective and inward
Both at the same time.

9 . 26 . 2020

Abstract

I am currently navigating between the
concepts of body, material, space, and
surface. I’m exploring ways to document
and understand the full extent of my
physical body in relation to the boundary
and extent of my personal space. Each of my
works displays strategies to understand my
body and personal space. My intention is to
confidently advocate for myself, particularly
when my presence is questioned. At a
time in which my body and presence are
inherently political, I’m finding an urgency
in how I articulate what my body is, the
spaces my body navigates, and the surfaces
to which my body corresponds. My work and
ideas are contending with the notion that
my body will always extend beyond itself.
I will always deal with outward perceptions
based on initial reactions to how I look. I’m
navigating the relationship between my
body, the perceptions of my body that I can’t
control, and the response to my body in
relation to surface and space beyond myself.
This is a navigation of self. A navigation that
becomes a negotiation once an invitation
extends beyond myself.

Personal space: My body is inhabiting space
all the time, every day, all day. My body
collides with others, changes over time
and leaves traces. My personal space
is occupied by my body, by the built
environment around me, and by the
presence of others. My personal space
extends beyond my physical body. It is the
ethereal boundary which is unseen but
noticed as a means of protection. It is a
private extension of myself, ever changing
with each encounter.

I am in the process of understanding my
personal space and realizing my needs to
obtain a comfortable and sustainable way of
occupying space. This includes questioning
what an invitation into my personal space
looks like. My work explores different
methods to extend invitations, which, by
design, are small or intimate encounters.
In doing so, I’m investigating the transition
from private to public. I am using these
encounters to understand personal space.
Personal space is more than a means to set
boundaries, it is a way in which selfempowerment occurs beyond the physical
body once acknowledgement and respect
has been understood and placed within a
space.

My Body is inherently Political

personal Space
body | environment | scale

Space can be occupied, unoccupied, built,
and unbuilt. Space is defined in relation to our
bodies, and can be understood through the
articulation of scale and perception. Space
can be defined by both negative space (air)
and positive space (things which define the
air), and how the positive space informs the
navigation of the negative space. My interest
in space lies in understanding the body’s
navigation through public and private
architectural parameters.
Understanding how space can be occupied,
manipulated, and transformed, is at the heart
of recognizing personal space. I didn’t realize
the importance of claiming my body’s place
and position until I began questioning how
a space can be mine. In my first semester of
graduate school, I, like many other fine art
graduate students, was given a studio space to
do what we wanted with. I’d never had a
studio space and became puzzled and
intrigued by the opportunities I had to both
claim and occupy a room for myself. With the
studio, though, came the realization that there
is an audience associated with this room. An
audience which consists of peers, faculty, staff,
and visitors.

Each of these people coming and going into
my studio brought various perceptions with
them. These experiences in my studio space,
along with questioning what my studio space
is in relation to my body, led to the realization
of how important personal space is. My studio
made me realize that personal space is the
exchange between people, architecture, and
place, during what can be very vulnerable
moments.
I’m interested in what an invitation into my
personal space looks like. How do I invite
people to engage, start to understand, and
thus be fully aware of the space that they’ve
entered? Personal space is vulnerable. It
can manifest with architectural boundaries,
which is familiar and therefore comfortable.
Conversely, it can be something less tangible.
For example, our ideas are products of
our most personal moments, they are
manifestations of personal space. The extent
of personal space changes depending on who
we are surrounded by and the sense of trust
we have in those nearby. Personal space
alludes to privacy and a sense of safety.
Personal space is often overlooked. As a
result, the significance of inviting people into
personal space can, oftentimes, be lost.

“I walk through space, I remain in one place,
I feel my body, while going and staying I
design and systematize the world around
me, categorize it in relation to myself; I am
its center and yet feel myself just as exposed
to it as something that is uncontrollably
outside of my existence. While going and
staying, I set myself and the world in a
mutual relationship. A place comes into
being because I stay there; it is a point on
which I can rely, but can leave behind. Space
comes out merely because I walk through it,
expand it, draw a line.”

- Volker Adolphs (Going, Staying, Movement, Body,
Space in Contemporary Art)

Architecture sets up parameters. These
parameters are created to designate various
types of occupiable space. However, walls,
surfaces, built environments create
boundaries. These boundaries are designed
for various reasons such as protection from
weather, strangers, intruders, etc. These
boundaries are also a clear indication that
there is a welcoming of some people but not
all. Not everyone has access to all spaces
and built environments. Within those
spaces, people create more restrictions for
who is welcome and unwelcome using many
justifications, such as intended occupants, a
sense of protection, and inherent architectural
programs. This distinction of who is welcome,
very heavily relies on the notion of separation.
Separation of people, separation of ideas,
separation of cultures. Not everyone who may
encounter a space, or part of a space, has the
same access to thoroughly inhabit that space.

“The idea that urban space is socially
produced in and through our collective
movements – an idea that has been
theorized in most detail by Henri Lefebvre
(1991, 1996) – has a distinct
emancipatory potential. It suggests that the
production of space is not limited to
planners, bureaucrats and administrators,
but takes place in the everyday activities
of inhabitants and users. This is not to say,
however, that our movements in the city are
free and spontaneous. They are
characterized by repetition and dictated
by state and market-modelled patterns of
behaving and being.”

- Sigrid Merx (Mapping invisibility: Surveillance art
and the potential of performative cartography)

I’m exploring the questions that I have about
how I’ve been accepted into certain spaces.
Since I have been accepted into spaces that
are not often open to others who look
similar to me, I feel the need to interrogate
this dynamic. I question how my body
changes upon entering these spaces. How
do people around me respond and change
their perceptions, in response to my body’s
presence? I am focusing not only on the
space between walls, but on the walls
and architecture itself. By doing so, I want
to understand and articulate through
movement, body, and material studies,
how much architecture and my body rely on
and respond to each other. While I know
my presence is not always welcome, I know
I can use my body to create room for
empathy, conversations, and understanding
with people who engage my work.

Perception
senses | light | body

Head height: 5’3”
Eye height: 4’11”
Width between center of eyes: 3”
Width between ears: 6.5”
Wingspan: 5’ 3.5”
Height from floor to tip of nose: 4’8”
Length of Hands: 6.5”
Width of Palms: 3”

In some ways perception is more personal
than personal space. I think of perception
as being established by very objective
constraints. Constraints that are inherent
to our bodies, shaping our subjective
experience: these create the notes,
memories, and moments in time with
which we navigate the world to the best of
our abilities in relation to one another.
By understanding the link between
perception and perspective, I’m diving into
the realm of relations and relationships.
Relationships between materials and their
environment, and relationships between the
collective and personal. One of the ways I’ve
been able to capture how people understand
the extension of their bodies in relation to
me has been to direct their attention to
understanding the scale of their body in
relation to the scale of my body.

Bodies contain parameters.
These parameters are used as the basis for
how the built environment is created and
how spaces are designed. Architecture makes
generalizations for how people can move
through space and find comfort within the
parameters which have been designed and
created. My goal is to isolate the parameters
that are specific to my body, in relation to
the general parameters of the spaces
I’m comfortable in. By doing so, this forces
people who engage with the space to
confront their previously established
perceptions and form a new understanding
of the parameters I’ve created. These
parameters are intended to shift the
inherent roles of comfort, minority,
and majority.

I break down my senses into dimensions
and figures to understand the relationship
between my body and perception: my body
becomes a diagram. This diagram provides
the basis for how I navigate through space
and pinpoint the connections between my
body and my environment. An example of
this is that the height from the bottom of my
feet to my eyes is 4’11”, while the height from
the bottom of my feet to the tip of my nose is
4’8”. In the vertical direction, there are always
3” between the points of my perception of
scent and the points of my visual perception. These 3” are specific to my body and
create the complex relationship of two of my
senses, which influence how I perceive the
spaces around me.

These objective qualities are not a means
to objectify my body. Understanding my
proportion and scale provides me with the
opportunity to articulate my space within the world. One way I explored this was
through my piece PERseption (2019). This
piece considers the role of perception and
perspective in space. By making perspective
drawings that come out in space, I wanted
to actively question what we are seeing and
how our own place in relation to this piece
will change the way we are understanding it.
Geometry based on my body. The lines are
important, but the space between the lines
is equally important. The scale of each box,
its size, and where it’s situated on the wall,
are all based on my body. The horizon line
is set to my eye level. Understanding surface
in relation to space and body required an
investigation of light, line, and the horizon.
This was an initial investigation to start
thinking about my body and perspective in
relation to viewers.

Navigation + Movement
place | scale | unseen

“Dance has been called moving architecture,
a truth which the complexities of
contemporary choreography may mask.”

-Ann Hutchinson Guest (Dance Notation)

Navigation is directly linked to the
relationship between body, architecture,
and place. I’m constantly thinking about
my relation to architecture and how my
body responds to this connection. Walls of
a room create boundaries, which we can
move between. Windows create moments
which visually break that physical boundary.
A window permits a sense of the outside to
come in. The opportunity for sunlight to pass
through generates the experiences and
relationship between room, architecture,
and body. This is because sunlight is a
marker of time; its trace in space changes as
time passes. PERSONAL SPACE EXP. 001.1,
was a way in which I navigated the walls
of my studio space. I spent time pushing
against the wall’s surface which would not
give. As time passed, the light and shadows
followed my body and I began to engage in
an act of small talk with my studio walls. The
beginning of a conversation that will
continue. Moving, extending, and reaching
across the wall, my body improvised as it
became more comfortable. This act left
charcoal traces from my nose, forehead,
cheeks, hands, and knees on the surface of
the walls so that the improvised discussion
became a lasting map.

We all leave traces behind when we navigate
the spaces around us. They often go unseen
and unnoticed but that doesn’t mean they
are without value. Traces are the memories
left by our movements and moments of
being here. They are moments which were
made by us while occupying our space. By
articulating and noticing the traces I leave
behind, I’m able to articulate the extensions
of my physical body. These traces are not
only a marker of my body navigating space
through an improvised means of movement,
they are a way of mapping time. Our marks
in space get covered, altered, or smudged
over by both time and the movements of
other people. These marks and traces are
the way we claim our space.

In MOVEMENT MAPPING, I was interested
in documenting my movements in the hot
shop on three different surfaces. I wanted
to think about my body and movements as
a tool that is used in the process of creating
work. For this study, there was a very specific
choreography which I needed to repeat in
order to make a vessel. The surfaces which
captured my movements were three
different types of paper. The paper was, in
a way, similar to the idea of dance notation,
providing information about timing,
movement, and temperature. Traces
reached beyond the edges and conveyed the
idea that movement did not begin or end
with the surfaces of the paper. They were just
a brief moment of movement in time. Each
type of paper responded to heat differently,
one burning quicker than the next, so they
all provided varied information about my
movement in relation to the process.
MOVEMENT MAPPING focused on these
surfaces as both means for choreography,
as well as tools to understand my process in
the hot shop.

“... mapping is never neutral or without
consequences, but instead a creative act first
disclosing and then staging the conditions
for the emergence of new realities”

- Sigrid Merx (Mapping invisibility: Surveillance art
and the potential of performative cartography)

Surface Level
body | place | scale | unseen

I once attended a dance class in downtown
Austin. It was my first time signing up for a
class in this studio. I walked into the space,
located a spot for myself, and waited for the
class to begin. Before the class began, the
dance instructor took note of all the
students in attendance from a clipboard in
her hands. She checked the students’ names
against the students in front of her and soon
proceeded to begin the class. Throughout
the class, the instructor was giving a student
named Genesis corrections to improve her
posture and body movement. Every time the
teacher gave corrections to Genesis, I would
make sure to adjust my body in response as
well. After a few times of the instructor
correcting Genesis, me adjusting my body,
and the instructor responding to Genesis
immediately after my body would shift, I
realized that I was Genesis for that hour and
a half. After the class ended, the instructor
came up to me saying “You did so great in
class Genesis, I hope you continue to join
the class.”

I responded to her by thanking her and
adding that my name is in fact Ashley.

Having a surface level understanding of
something is often met with criticism. I’ve
realized, though, that there is a difference
between surface level acknowledgment and
a thorough understanding of the surface
level. This difference is articulated through
the surface itself. A common misconception
is that surface lacks deep insight. To
thoroughly understand and appreciate
a surface, we must take a moment to
recognize and investigate what would have
otherwise been the unseen. A deep
investigation of the surface requires actively
looking, pushing against, touching, and
observing. An evaluation of the surface requires a sensory exploration to understand it
in relation to yourself.
Investigating the surface level does not
mean you’ve reached into the territory of
depth, it means you’ve taken the time to
understand and appreciate what is in front
of you. This understanding and appreciation
without preconceived expectations is, to me,
what changes surface level from something
that is negative into something that is quite
informative and powerful.

People are always contending with initial
reactions and responses to others.
Our brains are powerful and operate to
generate a sense of safety and protection.
While I understand that this is important,
protection does not equal truth.

Summer, 2020 was a moment marked in
time. Summer, 2020 was the moment when
many people began to have conversations
about race and inclusion. For me, though,
it was a time when I began to painfully ask,
“why didn’t you care about me and people
who look like me before this moment?” At
the same time, we were all seeing images
and videos of Breonna Taylor and George
Floyd transformed into symbols of the
oppression and violence that exist among
us. The transformation from people,
bodies and life, to images, symbols, and
public outcry is something I’m still
processing. Summer, 2020 was a time of
reflection for me. A time for me to remember
that the names I was seeing were not just
associated with images and videos, but were
part of a larger story that includes but is not
limited to individuals whose entire stories
weren’t being told. I realized that shifting
my energy from anger to empathy does not
discredit my outrage. This shift is important
so I can be productive when engaging in the
difficult conversations that are expanding
beyond minority groups and diasporas.

In Fall, 2020, I was racially
profiled. Interrogated about my
place and belonging within an
institution in which I believed
I belonged. At that moment, I
was forced to confront the fact
that there will always be a sense
of otherness about me to many
people who I encounter. My tan
brown skin, curly hair, my hairy
arms, are all at the surface of my
body. They are parameters by
which people can create their
perception of who I might be.
These parameters do not consist
of a deep understanding of the
surface level, however. That
understanding is a result of
using all sensory responses as
a guide to acknowledge
information that would
otherwise be glossed over. I
leave marks and traces of my
path and navigation everywhere
I go. The places which I enter,
envelop me and I, in turn, do the
same.

This sense of otherness is why
my work focuses on small and
intimate encounters. While
I’m aware of my position as a
minority occupying the same
space as people who fall into
the majority category, I’m also
cognizant that my otherness
gives me the opportunity to
claim the importance of
understanding the surface
level. My physical body has
significance and value. The
work I make gives me the
opportunity to reveal that
importance to people.

THE INVITATION
body | environment | findings | glass
light | movement| place | scale
senses | space | surface | unseen

Cultivating an invitation to occupy space
with a group of people requires trust. My
work has been designed as a way for me to
build trust with people. For this to happen,
I’ve been very specific with who I’ve invited
to engage with my work. Those who I invited
were people I’ve built trust with. This means
that the invitation to participate with my
work had been developing before the work
itself had even begun. The invitation began
with conversations, an investment of time,
and space shared together. The invitation
continued beyond the moment my work
was viewed, in the same ways. These
moments, and the trust that I have built with
my close friends, family, and cohort, provide
me with the confidence to continue to push
the boundaries of who I invite to view my
work.

Until this moment, I have consciously
created private access to my work. Viewing
my work has been curated so that I am
always in the space when my work is being
engaged. The engagement between the
work, myself, and visitors activates the work
itself. As I move forward, though, I know
there will be a moment when my work will
become more public and the scale of
accessibility to my work will expand. This
scale shift of activation and encounter with
my work will change how the invitations
into my work and space are made. This
change will not diminish the importance
of invitations in my work. The invitations I
create are not physical, like those printed on
a card. They are manifested through time,
understanding, and a true investment in
investigating the surface together.
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